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Hofmann 1 

Our volunteer mdrtary IS the \torld’sfinest 
President Clinton, m hzs g/15/94 address to the natzon on Ham mterventzon 

why did the President feel compelled to quahfy the rmhtary as “volunteer” m his dtscusslon of the 

risks and ments of U S mterventlon m Hat17 Perhaps this word appears innocently Or even as a mark of 

national pnde But some observers mslde and outsrde the nuhtary dlscem a more subtle, eten smlstcr 

connotation Volunteers, their argument goes, may be more easily comrmtted to combat sltuanons by our 

nation’s clvlhan leader&p than their drafted brethren were a generation ago, smce a voluntary career m the 

nnhtary 1s presumed to ental acknowledged risks This “you knew the Job was dangerous when you took it” 

approach -- whether It m fact or not colors National Command Authonty thmkmg about the employment of 

our forces -- 1s sufficiently real m the mmds of many senior rmhtary officers to elicit their pubhc and spmted 

cntlcism 

Surely pohcy makers m any democracy must feel themselves constramed by the fear of casualtles m 

hnuted war and less-than-war sltuatlons In the United States, these constramts occupy a special posmon m 

the pantheon of polmcal Idolatry, we are arguably more concerned about casualties among our soldiers than 

any of our Western alhes, or indeed than any other government that comes to mmd anywhere Nothmg to be 

ashamed of here But, beyond the rhetonc, how meanm,$ul a constramt on pohcy makers IS tlus concern? 

Does It ovemde other, perhaps welghner national secunty concerns3 

And what of the argument that some see as lmphclt m the Presldent’s statement and that msplres the 

generals’ rejection, that volunteer blood 1s somehow cheaper 7 Is this the metltable result of Amenca’s 

smaller fanuhes and the “de-responslblhhzatlon” of our society? May we eben say that ths thmkmg flows 

log~ally, If somewhat tangentially, from the effort to “out-source” and pnvatrze the rmhtary estabhshment to 

the extent possible? Perhaps In any case, this debate seems certam to grow m volume and vigor as we head 

toward tl-ie 21st century and its false prormse of the “no-dead war” 



Hofznann 2 

T/us paper ~111 argue that our national obsession over casualties m combat does constram pohcy 

makers m important ways, and that we should understand and acknowledge those constramts forthnghtly 

Flowing from &us attitude are Important ranuficatlons for our mlhtary and our nation m terms of force 

structure, doctnne and procurement We also should be candid about these ranuficatlons Our focus on 

casualties 1s not statx, developments w&m our society and the currents of our history have altered the way 

we thmk about combat deaths These changes are hkely to make it eken more &fficult for the United States 

to play our great power role \vlth the desired steadiness m the decades ahead 

I 

One thmg that can still be counted on IS resrstance to the Draft Personally, I thmk this IS 
regrettable I belreve a clxen’s army wzth no preferentral deferments IS not only the only 
Just system but ultrmately the only sound defense, and reenactment of the Draf the only 
nay we ~11 be taken senously by the antagonrst and -- rf we belleve national defense IS so 
urgent -- by ourselves 

Barbara Tuchman Amenca’s Secunty m the 1980s’ 

Barbara Tuchman probably was m the rnmonty m 1982 with the above view, and certamly she would 

find few allies m arguing for a return to universal conscnptlon -- without deferments, at that -- m 1996 The 

end of the draft m 1973 occasioned much worry and debate at the time, but mtervenmg events and changes m 

Amencan society have conspired to all but lull the notlon of conscnphon -4menca’s armed forces today are 

sohdly professional, to listen to current senior Army, Naby, Air Force or hlarme officers tell It (such as the 

Natlonal War College student body:, the quality of the all-volunteer force 1s markedly improbed over the 

Vietnam era, with its racial, drug and mdlsclphne problems that often took on evploslve proportions 

It is, I would argue, an ar&le of fath among Amenca’s pohtxal leaders and the Amencan pubhc at 

large that today’s armed forces are smaller, smarter, and generally more capable, precisely because they are 

all-volunteer There 1s an ummstakable pnde Inherent m the notion that the nation’s sons and daughters seek 

out the obportumty to wear the uniform and defend the nation’s interests around the globe In short, Amenca 

I Barbara Tuchman m Xnzerzcu’s Seczzrzt) m rfze 1980s Chrtstopher Bertram, ed (Sew York, St Martin’s 
Press, 1982 ) 
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today 1s hqh on the volunteer nuhtary 

Commmmg those same sons and daughters to combat or near-combat 1s a wrenching national 

deculon We need look no farther than the 1973 War Powers Act and the intense, ongoing debate 

surroundmg its provlslons for ngns of the extreme polmcal sensltlblty of these decisions The perception that 

Amenca can only with great difficulty tolerate any rmhtary casualties underlies much of the pohacal 

argument&on surrounding the employment of forces abroad Indeed, the Amencan people themselves seem 

to believe that we are hypersensitive to the sight of “body bags cornmg home” 

But as Benjamin Schwarz explamed m lxs Casualties, Public Opznzon and US Mzlztary 

Znterventzon, the nexus between combat deaths and public opmlon 1s much more complex than we tend to 

think In iact, it 1s the perception that not enough 1s bemg done to bnng our nuhtary engagements abroad to a 

swift and vlctonous conclusion that seems to agtate Amencans, more than the expenence of casualties m 

those engagements From the Clvll War through the present, Schwarz notes that, although inihd go-to-war 

declsrons are the sublect of intensive scruhny and debate, once comrmtted, Amencans’ tolerance for casualtles 

outstnns our tolerance for defeat 

Durzng the Cwzl War, popular sz4pport for Lzncoln and the Unzon effort ebbed andflowed 
not zn response to caszlaltzes but because of pztblzc perceptzon that deczszve action was or 
Ihas not underway When the conjlzct was taken to the enemy, pzrblzc szlpport for Lincoln 
z rzcreased, regardless of the casualtzes incurred Thzs publzc preference IS not lzmzted to 
war fought from 1861 -I 865 2 

Schwarz’ analyses of Korea, Vietnam and the Gulf War are eben more telhng True, respondents to 

polls consistently mdlcate growmg disenchantment with the decision to go to war or to intervene, as 

casualhes mount But &us n-usses the point, polhng data indicates more relevantly that popular sentiment m 

favor of withdrawal or disengagement does not correlate to CaSUdheS Instead, growmg casualty rates tend to 

ehclt a growmg desire to escalate the confhct, to “finish It off’ declslvely, mcludmg, presumably, with the use 

of nuclear weapons if necessary 

’ &qamln C Schnarz Casualtzes, Pztblzc Opznzon, and U S zlfzlztan Intenentzon (Santa Slomca, MD, 
1994 ) 
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(Eiut what of, say, Somalia? Clearly, the Amencan pubhc exerted tremendous pressure for a 

withdraw& of our forces from Mogaduhu followmg the disastrous Ranger encounter with Ah Mohammed 

Aded’s forces m pursmt of hu capture We mzght say Schwarz’ analysis breaks down here -- except for the 

fact that Somaha was a hybnd operation with no expectahon of combat deaths given the humamtanan 

prermse of the engagement Once comnutted, It was perhaps difficult for Amencans to favor “escalation” 

before withdrawal m the face of dlfficultles Escalahon to what, after a117 Hot meals for everyone? 

Schwarz’ conclusions are intact, it seems, despite Somaha ) 

These popular reactions appear to be consutent, regardless of whether the achons mvolve conscripts 

(Korea, Vietnam), or volunteers (the Gulf) Are the vrews of clvlhan pohcy makers different? Is there a 

subtle, even sinister wllhngness to put volunteers m harm’s way faster than draftees7 Many semor nuhtary 

officials seems to thmk so Former Assistant Secretary of Defense Richard Arnutage, for one, finds a 

“mercenary” character to the evolvmg practice of U S nuhtary Intervention m the post-Cold War world 

lkhether or not the United States should deploy fighting forces to Bosnia, Haztz, Rwanda 
or other potentzal hot spots should not depend zlpon the manner zn whzch people enter 
nizlltary duty Columnzsts and polztzczans who argue that volunteer mzlztary service 
somehow ‘lowers the bar’for armed znterventzon really mzss the poznt They are saqzng, 
in essence, that the lzfe of a volunteer IS somehow less valuable than that of a conscrzpt 3 

Arrmtage 1s not alone A number of achve duty officers holdmg senior posihons have taken the 

mthahve to speak out agamst this kery same “volunteer blood IS cheaper” argument that they perceive behmd 

Admmisvahon declslon-makmg, or perhaps clrihan dectslon-makmg m general This may be an mevltable 

result of the Increased reliance on the nuhtary for operations other-than-war in pursuit of nahonal objectives, 

the employment of choice for today and for the foreseeable future More to the point, though, Arnutage’s 

cntlclsm probably has more to do with his objechon to the reasons for deployment -- m Bosnia, Hati and 

Rwanda -- than with the alleged cavaher deployment of volunteers simply because they’re volunteers 

What 1s at Issue here IS not so much the blood of our volunteers, it seems, as the debate over what the 

’ Rtchard L Arrrutage, Volunteer \s Draft Debate Msses the Mark’ NULJ Times, 1 l/23/94, p 29 
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President, the m&u-y or the pubhc find to be worth dying for This IS not a casual dlstmctlon, and bears 

some comment Throughout the decades of the Cold War, the U S had a conscnpted force for roughly half 

the time, and a volunteer force for roughly half the time Our readmess to fight the Soviet cmon and 

presumably our wlllmgness to die m doing so spanned both eras, draft and volunteer Broadly speakmg, we 

enjoyed a solid natlonal consensus on this bedrock issue The days of such certamty and clanty are gone 

The combat n-usslons lying ahead for our armed forces may include one more maJor, conventional, 

(Napoleonic?) battle -- agamst North Korea -- but little else that IS hkely to be recognizable by the standards 

of our rmhtary history thus far We can anticipate smaller, more complex, and less morally unambiguous 

confhcts than we were handed m the Gulf War The pohtlcal fight over rmhtary Intervention abroad m these 

new confhct sltuatlons will be mtense, reflectmg different perceptions, ulumately, over what IS worth dymg 

for The jhreshold IS high, and bemg pushed ever higher, by Anmtage and others But the debate over 

whether It IS roe hgh IS clouded by efforts to gauge this or that admmutratton’s volunteer blood calculus -- 

an important question, but one that tmsses the point 

what IS the foundation of thus natlonal obsesslon with the blood of Amencans? (An obseswon, by 

the way fhat extends beyond the hves of our nuhtary, though ths may be the most vlslble and obvious caste ) 

Thomas Fnedman of the Sew York Times argues that it IS the Amencan character that glonfies mdlvldual 

hberues ‘fnd the mdlvldual citizen above all else We need make no apology for this noble tenet, but we must 

understand the rarmfications Fnedman contrasts our mdlvlduahsm with the statism of France “President 

Jacques Chlrac threatened to withdraw French troops from Bosnia not because they were being lalled, but, he 

sard, because they were being ‘hunuhated States are hunuhated, mdl\lduals are lulled “’ But Fnedman need 

not have stopped with France, the U S must be umque among the present-day great powers urlth our very low 

tolerance for mdlvldual combat deaths For that matter, we may be unique throughout the hlstory of natlon- 

states 

Does this put the U S at a disadvantage m the business of promotmg and defending our vital 

’ Thomas L Fnedman, The No-Dead War” 29e ?ie\+ York Tunes, 8/23/95 p Fl 1 
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national interests? Well, yes Our obsession with casualties 1s well-known, d mcompletely understood, by 

our allies and adversanes It probably results m the specific targetmg of Amencans m circumstances where 

they rmght otherwlse simply be another, albelt the most powerful, among world actors We do not help 

ourselves m this regard, with our pubhc, natlonal gnashing of teeth over prospective casualties before 

undertakmg any operation “I don’t want to see the corpse(s) of Amencans dragged through another city 

hke they did at the war m Mogadlshu,” sad Senator James Inhofe (R-OK) at a late 1995 Congressional 

heanng on Bosma 5 Senator W&am Cohen (R-ME) echoed these concerns “When body bags come home, 

as they’re hkely to do, there will be tremendous pressure ” to bnng Amencan troops home before their 

rmsslon 1s completed 6 

Fnedman detects another problem, related to Schwarz’ research and Arnutage’s complamt above as 

we have seen, Amencans, once aroused by their leaders and convinced that some moral crusade or truly vital 

national interest (tnumph over the Axis m WWII, antlcommumsm m Korea and Vietnam, anti-despotrsm and 

011 secunty m the Gulf) 1s worth fighting for, tend to want to see the matter through to conclusion In the 

absence of some moral lmperanve, though, and fadmg a clear danger to our interests, the mmal comrmtment 

of forces gets tougher and tougher The unseemly and countenntultlve ngd Bosnia time hne that President 

Clinton was compelled to structure reflects this problem Yet it will contmue to be Incumbent on us to 

comrmt Amencan blood If we expect others to comrmt their own -- and surely we would prefer to meet our 

international challenges with our allies, rather than alone Fnedman notes that the U S 1s a world-class “big 

war” power, but maladroit at “small wars” Smce it 1s the latter we seem destmed to face m the years ahead, 

we must anhclpate serious questions about our ablhty to contmue to lead the global community, m the 

fashon we have since World War II 

’ Art Pine, ‘ Wlshmg for a War wIthout Blood’ Los Angeles Tunes, 12/1X5, p Al 

’ Ibld 
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II 

We have worked hard to increase the ferocrty and lethalrty of American forces In 
addltlon to the skull wtth whtch they are used, we have vastly tncreased the 
amount of munltlons e-upended per combat-exposed soldier As a result, our 
battle death rate has been cut m half 

Harvey Sapolsky and Sharon Werner, Across the Board 

Though this hne of thmkmg may be uncomfortable, we must also consider how our relative 

mtolerance for casualties has skewed and will contmue to skew our defense resource allocations Our forces 

are high-technology intensive, and slated to become even more so The U S Army talks of “dlgltlzmg” the 

battlefield The U S Au- Force and other USG agencies deployed equipment worth hterally bllhons of dollars 

m the successful search for downed Air Force Captam Scott O’Grady m Bosma These capablhhes, present 

and future, are Impressive They were, m the case of Captain O’Grady, perhaps hfe-saving But at what 

cost? And are these the capablhtles we are hkely to rely on m fightmg the next century’s wars, or ~111 they 

simply gve us the ablhty to fight the last century’s wars better 3 And don’t our hgh-tech pnontles 

mcreasmgly sacnfice readmess, trammg and, ulumately, force structure m our era of tighter resources? Our 

determmatlon to make our soldiers, salors, au-men and marmes the best equipped and the safest may also 

make them the most u-relevant for tomorrow’s confhct 

Enc Schmm, wntmg m the Kew York Times, sees a potential leadership problem as well Our 

intolerance for casual&es often IS expressed m excruclatmg mvestlgatlons mto events that may have led to 

combat fatalities (Not to mention accldental deaths, reflectmg this, it IS reputed that CJCS General 

Shahkasdvlh IS particularly interested m accldental and trammg deaths, to say nothing of combat deaths He 

IS to be called, reportedly, at any time with such reports ) The Congress IS frequently and heavily involved m 

such ‘ okerslght” The conclusions that young Army captams, Navy heutenants and the hke may reasonably 

draw are those of caution, not mltlatn’e “We now have people being taught how to be cautious, not how to 

be bold The lesson out of that seems to be don’t let anythmg go wrong,” says Adrmral Stanley R Arthur, 

who commanded U S forces m the Gulf War ’ This flies m the face of long-estabhshed doctnne favonng 

+ 
Harvey Sapolshy and Sharon Werner, “War without Casualties” Across the Board, October 1994, p 39 

* Enc Schmitt, The Mku-y s Gettmg Queasrer About Death” The Net+ York Tunes 8/6/95, p E5 
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mdependepce and mlhatlve on the battlefield, essential force mulhphers that underpinned our planners’ 

thmkmg on combat agamst much larger but less rumble Soviet and Warsaw Pact forces m Europe throughout 

the past 40 years 

Sapolsky and Weiner suggest an even more extreme case a growmg unwllhngness on the part of 

clvlhan (ahd therefore rmhtary: leaders to accept enemy casualties The result 1s an mcreasmg effort to 

devote weapons research and development resources to “nonlethal” or “mm~mally lethal” arms Reportedly, 

DOD 1s spending Sl bllhon currently on these concepts 9 In Kuwait, dunng Operation Desert Storm, 

reporters were rarely if ever shown footage of the Iraq1 dead, Instead, viewers were treated to technologcally 

stunmng and subhmmally “clean” precision-guided-munltlons attacks on key mstallatlons or targets -- with 

nary a dead Iraq1 m sight President Bush, m descnbmg his war termmatlon thmkmg m retrospect, sad “ we 

weren’t m the busmess of slaughter “lo This begs the question, of course m war, exactly what busmess are 

we in3 

m 

IJztstJozned the army to get an edzxatzon I never e-xpected to have tojightf 

Gulf War vignette” 

Schwarz’ research mdtcates fiurly steady patterns of behavior with regard to casualties ober the past 

150 years m Amenca Although the untlal go-to-war declslon may be the subject of much debate and 

cntticlsm, featunng most notably concerns about casualhes, the pubhc tends to be able to sustam the flow of 

casualties d conkmced the war or near-war 1s bemg prosecuted ably, effectively, and with an eye to rapld 

victory 13ut there are signs thus behavior may be under assault by the demographics of late 20th century 

United States From 1970 to 1993, the rate of bu-ths per 1,000 Amencans dropped from 18 4 to 15 7 In 

1950, the comparable rate was 24 1” As farmly size has steadily declmed, soclologsts confirm that parents’ 

9 Sapolsky and Weiner, p 42 
lo Ibld, p 42 
” Described In Pine’s ’ Wlshlng for a War without Blood”, Los Angeles Tmes, 12/13/95, p Al 

l2 Statlstxal Abstract of the United States, 1995 (Washmgton, Department of Commerce, 1995 ) 



Hofmann 9 

unwllhngness to see their (only’) child sent mto a combat sltuatlon has nsen I3 For the larger famlhes of 

previous generations, the loss of a son was, allegedly, less catastrophic when more slblmgs were on hand 

Today, tfte contentlon 1s that maternal and paternal mstmcts erect a much higher bamer over which the 

reputed natlonal interest must pass before the only son heads off to combat -- as a volunteer or not And, as 

we already have noted, the national interest ~111 become even less nimble and sure of foot m the 2 1 st century 

of ethmc and rehglous conflict, chrome low-level mstablhty, and the requirements of coahhon and alhance 

operations 

Inside the rmhtary, soclolo@sts point to the mcreased incidence of marned couples among the ranks 

This too has lent a chill to the acceptablhty of casualty nsks for today’s service men and women Is it really 

easier for the nanon to contemplate the loss of a single man than of a husband and/or father, or of a brother 

than of arj only son 7 Some researchers believe so 

And -- to put it bluntly -- where’s the glory m dying for one’s country these days anyway? Though 

our Vietnam dead have belatedly received the honors common decency would say they deserted, there was 

httle popular noblhty m the cause for which these Amencans died at the tzme of the dyzng Selflessness m 

general, vat Just on the field of combat, IS a natlonal attnbute m echpse, most would say I thmk this 1s a part 

of the larger phenomenon m Amenca today of what we may call “de-responnblhzatlon” Thus phenomenon 

plays itself out m mynad ways m our dally hves, each of us can tell a story or two of pamcularly egregious 

abdlcatlon of personal or professional responslblhty we have witnessed Contnbutmg to thus 1s our fixation 

on accoubtablhty -- someone else’s -- often to be enforced via a lawsmt m the clvlhan world Thus IS not a 

social &mate m whch to favor the supreme sacnfice \\hch must be the ethos of our (or any other] rmhtary 

h “ -d d e no ea war” lmperatlve may even lead us m a new du-ectlon, one that paradoxically harkens 

back to the pre-Napoleomc era m warfightmg the mercenary army If we stretch our thmkmg a bit, can we 

not see this as a logcal if somewhat tenuous extension of the current dnve to “pnbatlze” and ‘ out-source” 

key admmlstrahve aspects of the armed forces 3 These current efforts are designed to save resources and shed 
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the rmhtary of all but its unique competencles Personnel or payroll or housmg functions, for instance, may 

be more efficiently and effectlbely performed by pnvate contractors, with appropnate mlhtary inputs and 

overall dlrectlon and control But d our most precious resource IS the lives of our soldiers -- and surely rt 

must be -- then how far a leap IS It to envlslon a force structure featunng Amencan officers (provldmg the 

“inputs, overall dlrectlon and control”) and volunteer, forezgn natzonal soldiers, sailors and marme 

One could even envlslon a special avenue for lmrmgrafion to the United States for those who are 

wlllmg to enhst m our notional, 21st century, out-sourced armed forces Those of us who have manned 

Amencan visa lines at Foreign Service posts abroad know that there IS no shortage of able bodied young men 

Iand, presumably, women) who would happily do Just that, if the opportunity were presented The pool from 

whch such volunteers nught be drawn numbers m the many rmlhons, around the world The casualties such a 

force rmght suffer would be non-Amencan, but the benefit would accrue stnctly to U S national interests 

One can easily punch holes m thus scenano, not least for the affront such a scheme would represent to 

today’s Amencan values of human dignity, national pnde and self-esteem, and famess But ~11 these be the 

same valcies for tomorrow’s Amencav Can we really discard such thmkmg, gnen the mtenslty of concern 

over casualties m our rmhtary and the loommg gap between our natlonal Interests abroad and our national 

comnutment to securmg them at home7 

Iv 

Since President Teddy Roosevelt sent a punitive Naval expedltlon agamst the Sultan of Morocco for 

the ludnapmg of a single putative Amencan, the world has known that we hold our cmzens’ lives particularly 

dear once they leave our shores So dear, m fact, that now, almost lC0 years later, we find it very dlfflcult to 

even contemplate losing the hves of our rmhtary volunteers m defendmg the global Interests that Teddy 

Roosevelt only glimpsed m his Jingoistic vlslon As a result, our leadershp of the world community IS more 

fragile than our sheer size and power nught mdlcate And our rmhtary means and resources are skewed 

toward absolutely mmmuzmg casualties, at the cost, conceivably, of dizzy ops tempos, less trammg and -- 

paradoxically -- lower readiness Fme, as long as we perceive and acknowledge these costs 

What IS it m the 21 st century for which Amencans ~111 be asked to die7 Odds are the answer ~111 
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surpnse us And many probably ~111 find It not worth dying over at all IVhatever the outcome, ths hard 

truth IS inescapable when Amencan blood becomes too valuable to spill, we w111 find ourselves m the 

twlhght of our world role 



Hofmann 12 

,4ddltlonal Materials Used 

John B Keely, editor, The All-Volunteer Force and Amencan Soczeo (Charlottesville, Unnerslty 

of Virgina Press, 1978 ) 


